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INTRODUCTION 

Spiders constitute an important element in the predatory 

invertebrate fauna of most terrestrial habitats, either as relatively 
sedentary web-spinners or more active cursorial hunters. They reach their 
greatest diversity in the tropics, reflecting both the abundance as well as 
the complexity of ecological niches (in the Elton-Hutchinson sense) present in 
tropical habitats. It is therefore particularly unfortunate that the spider 
faunas of developing countries such as Sri Lanka, situated largely in the 
tropical zone, remain taxonomically the least known. In discussing the 

spiders of New Guinea, Robinson (1982) remarked : "Part of the neglect of the 

New Guinea spiders is due to the neglect of basic studies in tropical biology 
in the post-colonial world. This itself is largely the result of the 

Scientific efforts of developing nations being concentrated on the applied 
scientific studies necessary for their immediate survival. In addition, basic 
research so necessary to the understanding of tropical biology, and hence to 
the ultimate well-being of tropical man, is being held up by the continuing 
neglect of taxonomy by governments and academic institutions throughout the 
world...” These comments are at least equally applicable to the situation in 
Sri Lanka. 

HISTORICAL REVIEW 

One species of spider from Sri Lanka was known to European 
naturalists and travellers even before the beginning of zoological 
nomenclature: the 'divimakuluwa' ( Poecilotheria fasciata ), incorrectly given 
as ’Democulo' by Robert Knox in his account of Sri Lanka published in 1881. 
Serious systematic studies on Sri Lankan spiders, however, was initiated very 
much later. 
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In 1869 Octavius Pickard-Carabridge published an important paper dealing with 
17 species (many not previously known) and in 1879 Ferdinand Karsch provided a 
summary of what was known of the arachnid fauna of Sri Lanka. Since 1869, 
many new species, as well as species previously known from elsewhere, were 
reported from Sri Lanka in numerous papers, notably by Eugene Simon, 
Pickard-Cambridge, Karsch (e.g. 1891), Embrik Strand and Reginald Innes Pocock 
; the most significant contributions to Sri Lankan spider systematics (in 
terms of new species of records) were made by Simon (about 150 new species), 
Pickard-Cambridge (about 60 new species) and Karsch (about 30 new species). 
Between 1892 - 1903 Simon published his important work on the classification 
of spiders and thereby placed spider systematics on a relatively firm 
foundation, according to the standards of that time. In 1900 Pocock 
contributed a volume on Arachnida to the 'Fauna of British India including 
Ceylon and Burma' series, in which the mygalomorph spiders were dealt with 
move fully than the araneomorphs, several large families of the -latter group 
being left out entirely (e.g. Thomisidae, Salticidae). The only significant 
contributions to Indo-Sri Lankan spider systematics during the period between 
the two world wars were a series of papers by F.H. Gravely and William Rae 
Sherriffs, and one by Sukh Dyal. Subsequently, many taxonomic papers on 
Indian spiders by zoologists in India have been published (e.g. T.B. Sinha, 
B.K. Tikader, et al.) but failure to take into account the extensive older 
literature has placed much of this work under severe criticism (Brignoli, 
1976). Beginning in the 1950's, there has been a steady resurgence of 
interest in spider systematics on a worldwide basis and these recent studies 
have resulted in a better understanding of the phylogeny and higher 
classification of spiders and have also produced world revisions of certain 
taxa, in addition to practically useful faunistic studies of certain parts of 
the developed world. These recent revisionary works have helped in resolving 
the confusion in many areas of spider systematics caused, ironically, by 
arachnologists of the earlier period. No faunistic study or review of Sri 
Lankan spiders has ever been published since the papers by Pickard-Cambridge 
and Karsch and almost all recent references to Sri Lankan spiders are 
contained in wide-ranging revisions of individual taxa ; exceptions include 
Brignoli (1972, 1975) and Van Helsdingen (1985). As a result of this the 
literature on Sri Lankan spiders is extremely scattered. 
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In order to overcome this problem the present writer compiled a comprehensive 
checklist and bibliography of Sri Lankan spiders (Wijesinghe, 1983). Though 
of some use as a basis for further research it by no means provides an 
accurate picture of the diversity of Sri Lanka's spider fauna, being 
essentially a list of nominal speices described or recorded from Sri Lanka. 
Largely as a result of collecting, especially in forested areas of the wet 
zone, some groups are much better known now that indicated in the 1983 
compilation and it is hoped that further extensive collecting, coupled with 
collaboration with specialists of certain taxa, would improve considerably our 
knowledge of the spider fauna of Sri Lanka. 

NUMBER OF SPECIES 

According to the published literature a little over 400 species of 
spiders are known from Sri Lanka but it is estimated that the actual total 
number present may be close to 1,000. The mygalomorphs (’tarantulas', etc.) 
are represented by some 18 species and the remainder are all araneomorphs. Of 
the latter group the families rich in species in Sri Lanka are the following ; 

Clubionidae, Lycosidae, Thomisidae, Eusparassidae and especially, 
Salticidae. Recent field work suggests that the Uloboridae, 
represented in Sri Lanka by only 6 species according to the literature, 
may also turn out to be rich in species. 

CLASSIFICATION 

Simon's monumental work (1892-1903) still remains the only 
comprehensive account of the classification of spiders and most alternative 
systems proposed subsequently, prior to the 1960's, are essentially 
modification have become apparent as knowledge of the interrelationships of 
taxa has progressed ; in particular the old division of the araneomorphs into 
the 'Cribellatae' and 'Ecribellatae’ is now no longer accepted (e.g. Lehtinen, 
1967). Better knowledge of individual higher taxa as well as a more 
analytical approach to taxonomic problems (especially the rise in cladistics) 
has led to an improved understanding of spider phylogeny and hence 
classification but it is true to say that spider classification is in a state 
of flux and there is no 'accepted' classification scheme as such. Perhaps the 
schemes adopted by Levi (1982) and Brignoli (1983) offer the best modern 
alternatives. 
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Important contributions to an understanding of the higher classification of 
spiders have been made by Lehtinen (1967), Platnick and Gertsch (1976), 
Brignoli (1978), Levi (1982), Forster and Platnick (1984) and Raven (1985), 
among others. Characters used in spider classification include the structure 
(booklungs/tracbeae) and arrangement of the respiratory system, arrangement of 
the spinnerets, development of the cribellum and its derivatives, number of 
tarsal claws, arrangement of the eyes and their retnal structure, structure of 
female genitalia and male palpal organ, leg scopulae and claw tufts, and 
various modifications of structural features (chelicerae, labium, maxillae, 
leg coae, carapace, sternum, etc.). As presently understood the order Araneae 
(spiders) is divided into two suborders : Mesothelae ( Liphistius etc.,; not 
found in Sri Lanka) and Opisthothelae. The latter is divided into two 
infraorders : Mygalomorphae (’tarantulas' and relatives) and Araneomorphae 
(all other spiders). Raven (1985) provides a complete classification of 
mygalomorphs. Levi (1982) or Brignoli (1983) should be consulted for 
currently recognised araneomorph families and their systematic arrangement. 

IDENTIFICATI ON»ORIENTATED PUBLICATI ONS 

The processes of classification and identification are often 
confused ; classification refers to the development of a scheme of arrangement 
of taxa, including their characterisation, in a hierarchical system to reflect 
their phylogenetic relationships. Identification refers to the determination 
of the taxa of given specimens with the aid of taxonomic publications (e.g. 
keys) or by comparison with reference material. As far as Sri Lankan spiders 
are concerned very few species recorded at present have been re^described 
according to modern standards or their validity assessed since their original 
description. Very few original descriptions are accompanied by diagnostic 
illustrations (exceptions are species described by Pickard-Cambridge and some 
by Karsch) and a large proportion are in Latin, German or French. As a result 
the original descriptions in most cases cannot be used for routine 
identification of specimens for ecological or similar studies. In practical 
terms, therefore, routine identification from the literature Is possible only 
for those taxa for which there are recent revisions (genera or species) or 
accounts of the Sri Lankan species. For the identification of spider families 
the guide by Levi and Levi (1968) is invaluable but should be used in 
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conjunction with the classification literature cited above for certain 
families. Recent works on the following taxa are available : Mygalomorphae 
(Raven, 1985 ; all mygaloaorph families and genera), Loxoscelidae and 
Scytodidae (Brignoli, 1976 ; partial revision of world species), 

Tetrablemmidae (Lehtinen, 1981 ; all species, Uloboridae (Opell, 1979 ; all 

genera), Theridiidae (Levi and Levi, 1962 ; Levi 1967 ; all genera, 

cosmotropical species), Nesticidae (Brignoli, 1972 ; Sri Lanka species), 

Linyphiidae (Van Helsdingen, 1985 ; Sri Lanka species), Araneidae : Argiopinae 
(Levi, 1983 ; all Oriental species), Mimetidae (Brignoli, 1972 ; Sri Lanka 

species), Salticidae ; Spartaeinae (Wanless, 1984a & 1984b) and Salticidae : 

various genera (Wanless, 1978^1986 ; Marrengo, Onomastus, Asemonea, Hispo, 

Phyaces) . Zabka (1985) is useful for identifying many genera and some 

cosmotropical species of Salticidae found in Sri Lanka. From the above it is 
clear that for many large families in Sri Lanka there are no recent 

revisionary studies available. Identification in such instances should be 
done by a specialist. Some of these families are : Onopidae, Araneidae, 
Metidae (genera identifiable, no key to species), Clubionidae, Lycosidae, 

Thomisidae and Eusparassidae. 

REFERENCE MATERIAL 

Reference material is of two kinds. Most important are type 

specimens (holotypes, syntypes or lectotypes) as these ultimately decide the 
correct application of names and validity of taxa. In view of the brief or 
incomplete original descriptions of taxa given by the older arachnologists 
type specimens offer the only means of associating the published names with 
actual populations. Because of their unique importance type specimens are 

usually utilized only In the case of taxonomic revisions and never for routine 
identification. The location of types of species described by the older 
authors from Sri Lanka are as follows : 

E. Simon * Museum national d'Histoire naturelle, Paris. 

0. Pickard • Cambridge - Hope Museum, Oxford University, Oxford. 

F. Karsch - Zoologisches Museum der Humboldt Universitat, Berline (DDR) 

R.I. Pocock, F.O. Pickard’-Cambridge - British Museum (Natural History), 

London. 
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E. Strand * Originally in museums in Stuttgart and Senckenberg 
all or most believed to have been destroyed during the second world war. The 
second type of reference material consists of authentically identified 
specimens, determined either by the original authority of a name or a 
subsequent competent arachnologist. Such specimens, especially of common 

species, are deposited in many major museums. These are not always reliable 
and some cases are kncwn in difficult groups where so-called authentically 
identified specimens have turned out to be not conspecific with the types. In 
Sri Lanka, the only collection of identified spider specimens, as far as the 
writer is aware, is that being gradually built up at the Department of 
National Museums (Entomology Section) by the writer but assistance can be 
provided for building up similar reference collections elsewhere if needed. 

Many of the common or widespread species of most families are represented in 
the reference collections in Colombo. 

PROBLEMS 

There are two major barriers to taxonomic research on Sri Lanka's 
spider fauna : (a) lack of a stable systematic framework (especially at the 
generic level) for most families and (b) the generally poor state of knowledge 
of the spiders of the rest of the Oriental Region. Three more or less 

distinct ecological elements in the spider fauna can be recognised in S. 

Indian/endemlc. Information from the better known taxa suggests that the 
major portion of Sri Lanka's spider fauna falls into category (b), with most 
species occurring in Sri Lanka being also widely distributed in the rest of 
the Oriental Region. Thus, obviously an accurate picture of the spider fauna 
of Sri Lanka cannot emerge until these areas are more fully known with respect 
to spiders. Both these barriers cannot be overcome by local taxonomists due 
to obvious logistic reasons. Wide ranging revisionary studies are best 
undertaken at major centres of systematic zoology with their large collections 
from all parts of the world. It is the duty of arachnologists in developed 
countries to produce such revisions, instead of concentrating on minor 

taxonomic problems of only local importance. A sad state of affairs in Sri 
Lanka is the non-availability of even published work due to inadequate library 
facilities. 
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Appendix : Families and Genera of Spiders (Araneae) 

Recorded from Sri Lanka 

The following list indicates the known diversity of Sri Lanka's spider fauna 
at the generic level. It is based on an earlier comprehensive list 
(Wijesinghe, 1983) and includes certain unpublished new data from the writer's 
studies as well as unpublished information from C.L. Deeleman-Reinhold, N.I. 
Platnick and F.R. Wanless. Classification of mygalomorphs follows Raven 
(1985) ; classification of araneomorphs is based on Brignoli (1983). 

Suborder Opisthothelae 
Infraorder Mygalomorphae 
Family Dipluridae : Ischnothele 
Family Nemesiidae : Atmetochilus 

Family Theraphosidae : Chilobrachys , Plesiophrictus, Poecilotheria 

Family Barychelidae : Diplothele , Plagiobothrus , Sason, Sipalolasma 

Family Idiopidae : Heligmomerus , Scalidognathus 

Infraorder Araneomorphae 

Family Filistatidae : Pritha 

Family Scytodidae : Loxosceles , Scytodes 

Family Ochyroceratidae : Merizocera , Simonicera 

Family Tetrablemmidae : Brignoliella , Gunasekera , Pahanga , Shearella , 

Tetrablemma 

Family Pholcidae : Artema, Belisana , Leptopholcus , Pholcus , Psilochorus, 

Smeringopus , Spermophora 
Family Segestriidae : Ariadna 

Family Oonopidae : Aprusia , Epectris , Gamasomorpha , Ischnothyreus, Opopaea, 

Orchestina , Xestaspis 
Family Palpimanidae : Steriphopus 
Family Eresidae : Stegodyphys 

Family Zodariidae : Cryptothele, Storena 

Family Oecobiidae : Oecobius 

Family Uloboridae : Hyptiotes , Miagrammopes , Uloborus , Zosis 

Family Dinopidae : Dinopis 

Family Tetragnathidae : Tetragnatha 
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Family Metidae 


Family 

Family 

Family 


Nesticidae 


Atelidea , Atimiosa, Dolichognatha , Leucauge , Orsinome, 

Schenkellella, Tylorida 

Nesticella 


Nephila j 


Family Mimetidae 
Family 


Mpioneta 


Neriene , 
Trematpcephalus , 


Family 

Family 

Family 


Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 

Family 


Family 


Theridiosomatidae : Qgulnius , Theridiosoma 

Araneidae : Anepsion , Arachnura , Araneus, Arglope , Caerostris, 
Chorizopes , Clitaetrea , Cyclosa , Cyrtarachne, 

Cyrtophora , Gasteracantha , Gea , Glyptogona , Herennia , 
Homalopoltys , Mangora , Neogea, Neoscona , 
Nephilengys , Ordgarius, Poltys, Pronous , Ursa 
Mimetus , Phobetinus 

Linyphiidae: Labullinyphia , Lepthyphantes , 

Hetalepthyphantes , Microbathyphantes, 

Obrimona ; Lygarina, Nematogmus , 

Typhlstes 
Anapidae : Pseudanapis 
Mysmenidae : Mysmenella, Phrlcotelus 

Theridiidae: Achaearanea , Aneloslmus , Argyrodes , Cephalobares, 

Chrysso , Coleosoma, Coscinida , Dipoena, Eooplognatha , 
Eplsinus , Euryopis , Latrodectus , Mollone , Phoroncidia , 
Theridion , Theridula , Thwaitesia 
Hersiliidae : Hersllla , Tama 

Lycosidae : Hippasa , Hogna , Ocyale , Pardosa , Zoica 

Pisauridae : Perenethls , Thalassius 

Dolomedidae : Dolomedes 

Agelenidae : Tegenaria 

Hahniidae : Aviola , Hahnia 

Dictynidae : Atelolathys , Brigitta , Dictyna , Dictynomorpha , Rhlon 

Titanoecidae : Pandava 

Psechridae : Fecenia, Psechrus 

Oxyopidae : Oxyopes , Peucetia 

Miturgidae : Campostichomma , Devendra 

Liocranidae : Argistes , Paratus 

Clubionidae: Aetius , Cheiracanthium , Coenoptychus , Copa , Corinna , 
Matidla , Medmassa, Oedignatha , Slmalio , Sphecotypus , 
Sphinglus , Trachelas 
Gnaphosidae : Orthobula 
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Family Ctenidae : Ctenus 
Family Zoridae : Diallomus 
Family Selenopidae : Selenops 

Family Eusparassidae : Heteropoda , Olios , Pandercetes , Spariolenus, 

Thelcticopis 

Family Philodromidae : Gephyrota , Tibellus 

Family Thomisidae : Amyciaea , Ascurisoma , Boliscus, Borboropactus , 

Cymbacha , Diaea , Dleta, Epidlus , Holopelus , Lysiteles , 
Monaeses , Pagida , Peritraeus , Phrynarachne , Runcinia, 
Stiphropus , Tagulis , Talaus, Thomisus , Tmarus 
Family Salticidae : Asemonea, Ballus , flianor , Brettus , Carrhotus , 

Chrysllla, Cocalus, Colopsus , Cosmophasis , Curubis, 
Cyrba , Epidelazia, Epocilla, Euphrys , Flacillula , 
Gangus , Gelotia , Harmochirus , Hasarius , Hispo , Hyllus, 
Icius , Irura , Maevia , Marengo , Menemerus, Modunda , 
Myrmarachne , Onomastus , Padillothoraz , Panachraesta , 
Panysinus, Phaeacius , Phausina, P hintella , Phyaces , 
Plexippus , Plotius , Portia , Ptocasius , Rhene , Saitis , 
Sandalodes , Sigytes , Siler , Simaetha , Spartaeus , 
Stergusa , lelamonia , Thiania , Thyene , Oroballus . 
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